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Abstract 

A lacaziosis-like disease (LLD) was photographed on the skin of three Australian 

Snubfin Dolphins (Orcaella heinsohni) in Darwin Harbour in 2008 and 2010, and this 

represents the first report of the skin disease recorded in Australia on this species 

of dolphin. Lacaziosis-like disease is considered non-lethal, but it could be indicative 

of decreasing water quality and/or exposure to potentially immunosuppressive 

anthropogenic or environmental pressures. Photo-identification data provides 

an efficient and cost-effective approach for documenting the occurrence of LLD 

and monitoring for the prevalence and incidence of skin lesions in a dolphin 

population. 

Lacaziosis and lacaziosis-like disease (LLD) (the term used for skin disease that is 

morphologically similar or identical to lacaziosis, but for which a definitive diagnosis 

is missing) is a chronic mycotic disease which affects humans and dolphins (Hart et al 

2011). Lacaziosis is caused by the fungus Lacasga loboi (Hart et al. 2011), while LLD 

and skin lesions may be caused by viruses, bacteria, fungi and protozoans 

(Van Bressem et al 2008). Causes could include potential human pathogens such as 

poxvirus and herpesvirus (Hart et al. 2012). 

As part of a photo-identification study of coastal dolphins in Darwin Harbour 

conducted between 2008 and 2010 (Palmer 2010), LLD skin lesions were 

photographed on three individual Australian Snubfin Dolphins (Orcaella heinsohni) 

(hereafter referred to as Australian Snubfin); one individual on 28 March 2008, 

and two individuals on 22 March 2010 (Figures 1, 2). These are the first cases of LLD 

documented in the Australian Snubfin in Australia. There has been one unpublished 

observation of this disease in an Australian Snubfin in Queensland (Danielle Cagnazzi, 
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Figures 1, 2. Photographs showing extensive lacaziosis-like disease on the upper 

right side of the body (Figure 1), and back and dorsal fin (Figure 2) in an adult 

Australian Snubfin Dolphin (Orcaella heinsohni), Darwin Harbour, 22 March 2010. 

(Carol Palmer) 
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pers. comm.), and another in an Irrawaddy Dolphin (Orcaella brevirostris) in India 

(Guido Parra, pers. comm.). Generally, LLD is an emerging infectious disease that 

is known to occur in South America (Van Bressem et al 2009) and lacaziosis itself has 

been reported in Bottlenosc Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) and Guiana Dolphins 

(. Sot alt a guianensii) (de Vries & Laarman 1973; Caldwell et al. 1975; Simoes-Lopes et al. 

1993; Reif et al. 2006, 2009; Van Bressem et al. 2009; Kiszka et al. 2009). 

Photo-identification data provides an efficient and cost-effective approach 

to documenting the occurrence of skin lesions in free-ranging dolphin populations 

(Hart et al. 2012). Tracking the progress of skin lesions within an individual over time 

may be symptomatic of the overall health of that individual (Hart et al 2012); 

moreover, monitoring for increasing prevalence and incidence of skin lesions in 

a population over time may be indicative of decreasing water quality and/or exposure 

to potentially immunosuppressive anthropogenic or environmental threats (Hart et al. 

2012). 

The only way to confirm the cause of any skin disease is by histological examination 

of biopsy samples from stranded animals. Lacaziosis and LLD have zoonotic potential 

(a zoonosis is a disease transmitted, sometimes by a vector, from a non-human species 

to humans). It is therefore essential that any person handling samples or affected 

animals uses the appropriate personal protective equipment and techniques 

(Van Bressem et al. 2009). 
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